Theological Studies Faculty Works

Theological Studies

1994

The Promise of the New Ecumenical Directory
Thomas P. Rausch
Loyola Marymount University, trausch@lmu.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.lmu.edu/theo_fac
Part of the Catholic Studies Commons

Recommended Citation
Rausch, Thomas P. “The Promise of the New Ecumenical Directory,” Mid-Stream 33 (1994): 275-288.

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Theological Studies at Digital Commons @ Loyola
Marymount University and Loyola Law School. It has been accepted for inclusion in Theological Studies Faculty
Works by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons@Loyola Marymount University and Loyola Law School.
For more information, please contact digitalcommons@lmu.edu.

Thomas P. Rausch

The Promise of the ew
Ecumenical Directory
Thomas P. Rausch, S. J., is Professor of Theological Studies and
the Jesuit Community at Loyola Marym01.1nt University, Los
California, and chair of the department. A specialist in the
ecclesiology, ecumenism, and the theology of the priesthood,
author of five books and numerous articles.

Rector of
Angeles,
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he is the

he new Roman Catholic Ecumenical Directory (ED), officially
titled the Directory for the Application ofPrinciples and Norms on
Ecumenism, was released on June 8, 1993 by the Pontifical
Council for Promoting Christian Unity. 1 In announcing it, Pope John
Paul II said that its preparation was motivated by "the desire to hasten
the journey towards unity, an indispensable condition for a truly renewed evangelization. "2 The pope's linking of Christian unity with a
renewal of the Church's work of evangelization is important, for the
very witness of the Church as a community of humankind reconciled
in Christ is weakened by the obvious lack of unity among Christians.
The new ED is divided into a Preface and Five chapters: I. THE
SEARCH FOR CHRJSTIAN UNITY; II. THE ORGANIZATION IN THE
CATHOLIC CHURCH SERVING CHRISTIAN UNIT£; III. ECUMENICAL FORMATION IN THE CATHOLIC CHURCH; IV. COMMUNION
OF LIFE AND SPIR1TUAL ACTIVITY AMONG THE BAPTIZED; and
V. ECUMENICAL COOPERATION, DIALOGUE AND COMMON
WITNESS: PRINCIPLES. We will consider each section briefly.
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PREFACE

The Preface lists the reasons for the revision, those to whom it is
addressed, and its aims. A "Note" published by the Pontifical Council
for Promoting Christian Unity on May 10, 1993 spelled out somewhat
more completely the issues that the revision had to deal with. First, it
updates the previous ED (1967, 1970) 3 in light of the revised Code of
Canon Law for the Latin Church (1983) and the Code of Canons of
the Eastern Churches (1990). Second, it completes the previous ED by
dealing with topics such as ecumenical collaboration, cooperation in
social and cultural life, and particularly, mixed marriages which were
not covered in the earlier ED. Third, the new ED is introduced with a
newchapterwhich reiterates the ecumenical commitment ofthe Catholic
Church and states the theological basis for its ecumenical involvement.4
Though the ED is addressed "to the pastors of the Catholic
Church," it concerns all the faithful who are called to work of Christian
unity (no. 4). Its purpose is to give" orientations and norms for universal application to guide Catholic participation in ecumenical activity"
(no. 6). In a recent commentary, Cardinal Edward Cassidy, President
of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, observed that
the Directory was the result of wide consultation within the Catholic
Church "with a particular collaboration between the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity and the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith" (CDF) and has been published "with a formula that
gives it extraordinary authority." 5
I. THE SEARCH FOR CHRISTIAN UNITY
Chapter I reviews the Church's teaching on ecumenism, based on
the documents of the Second Vatican Council, especially the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium) and the Decree
on Ecumenism ( Unitatis Redintegratio) (no. 10). The ED understands
the Church within the context of an ecclesiology of communion:
Thus united in the threefold bond of faith, sacramental life and
hierarchical ministry, the whole people of God come to be what the
tradition of faith from the New Testament onward has always called
koinonia/ communion. This is a key concept which inspired the
ecclesiology of the Second Vatican Council and to which recent teaching of the magisterium has given great importance" (no. 12).
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In its deepest reality communion is the unity which Christians
enjoy with the Father through Christ in the Spirit. The "communion
which constitutes the church of God" (no. 13) is maintained and
manifested in a special way by the communion between the bishops of
the various churches; together the bishops make up a college which has
a head, the bishop of Rome (no. 14). Thus the Church itself is a communion of churches. DoestheEDmaintain thattheChurchofChrist
subsists only in the Catholic Church, as the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith has argued in its interpretation of the "subsistitin"
clause of Lumen Gentium 8? 6 It does not. Cardinal Cassidy has several
times made clear that the Council did not intend to proclaim an exclusive identity between the Church of Christ and the Roman Catholic
Church. In May, 1991 he said that the change that took place at the
Council in Lumen Gentium 8 "does not say or imply that the Church
founded by Christ continues to exist nowhere else than in that Church.'17
In February of 1993 he observed that the 1992 CDF letter on Some
Aspects of the Church Understood as Communion was limited in that it
did not "go deeply into an ontological discussion of koinonia which
would show all the aspects of the relationship between the church of
Christ, the una sancta, and the Catholic Church in its universal and
particular expressions. 8
The 1992 CDF letter itself went beyond its earlier restrictive
interpretation in recognizing the Orthodox churches as particular
churches. 9 Hopefully this means that the effort of the CDF to interpret
LG 8 more narrowly has come to an end.
The new ED, in saying that Catholics believe that "the entirety of
revealed truth, of sacraments and of ministry that Christ gave ... is
found within the Catholic communion of the church" governed by the
successor of Peter and the bishops in communion with him (no. 17),
reaffirms what the Second Vatican Council taught. It continues to use
the technical expression "churches and ecclesial communities," to distinguish between those churches recognized as having valid orders and
those not so recognized. 10 But the ED seems to speak much more
clearly than past documents of a real though not yet perfect communion which exists between the Catholic Church and other churches and
ecclesial communities. It. says that "other churches and ecclesial communities, thot1gh not in full communion with the Catholic Church,
retain in reality a certain communion with it" (no. 18). Its language
here and in other places is much more explicit than that of the Second
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Vatican Council,
speaks of the partial communion between
baptized
the Catholic Church, rather than between th-e Catholic Church and other churches and ecdesial commu11 The Pontifical Council's note on the ED speaks of this
as
communion as "differentiated," 12 or embracing a range of differing
s1tuanons.
The uniD/ of the Church is understood as being "realized in the
midst
rich diversity" which is a dimension of the Church's catho(no. 16.) "This unity which of its very nature requires full visible
communion of all Christians, is the ultimate goal of the ecumenical
(no. 20). The new ED recognizes that ecumenical activity
takes
in different ways and on many different levels. I ts vision here
is organic, envisioning the construction and manifestation of Christian
unity as a creative task which must take place day by day on every level
of the Church, on that of the universal Church, on national or regional
levels, in the diocese, in parishes, and in the various groups and communities (no. 27). The faithful are encouraged to undertake their own
ecumenical initiatives, with the recognition of the need for discernment
guidance by the church's pastors (no. 30). Ecumenical rela~
tions can only be based on the "imperfect though real
·
vrhich already exists between those who recognize and respect each
other;
sects and new religious movements present a separate question still being studied (no. 35).
IL THE ORGANIZATION IN THE CATHOLIC CHURCH
OF THE SERVICE OF CHRISTIAN UNITY

Chapter II catalogues and discusses the resources the
has for its ecumenical activity, both personal and organiza:;
Though the bishops have the primary responsibility for guiding
ecumenical work, each local church or diocese should have a "dioces,1,11
officer
ecumenical questions," a man or woman charged with coot
the ecumenical activities of the diocese in collab~ration wi
bishop, Among the responsibilities of this ecumenical officer is t.
representing the Catholic community in its relations with otq
churches and ecdesial communities and their leaders (no. 41).
diocese should also have a council or commission for promo ·
ing ecumenical activity; it should reflect all the members of the dioc:e~.
-clergy, religious, lay men and women, especially those with ecume

cal expertise, as well as members of
commissions (no. 42). Parishes should have
own u.,,... u.,u,
programs and groups to carry them out (no. 45). It would
to kno~ how many parishes and congregations
local
committees.
The Roman Catholic Church has other, more formal
ecumenical responsibilities. The various synods of the Eastern '---'"'·""·"
churches and each episcopal conference should have an
commis_si~~ staffed by representative men and women,
important
respons1b1Iity of these national or synodal ecumenical commissions is
to put into practice the ecumenical norms and instructions
See, such as those of the new ED.
Among other organizations within the Catholic Church
ecumenical responsibilities are the religious orders and
societies of apostolic life, and different organizations of the
whether local, national, or international. Each of these should
a sense of responsibility for the task of overcominf! the
· ·
~een Christians and bringing their different churches into commun10n.
!he ED say_s something quite interesting about organizations
the fa1thf~l.. It points out that such organizations which
objectives
such as s?mtual renewal, action for peace and social justice,
economic aid to countries "should develop the ecumenical
their activities" and see that it be given adequate expression
necessary, in their statutes and structures" (no. 52).
suggest? Does it not suggest that we should not attemot to
thing alone, but rather, should link up and participate \n
m
our social justice activities, our renewal programs,,as much a.s vve can .
with those from other churches and ecdesial communities?
,
Ill. ECUMENICAL FORMATION It.I THE CATHOUC

The third chapter deals with Catholic ecumenical ,v.,u,au
Catholic people themselves, 'both faithful and pastoral ministers,
t~ro~gh Ca~holic educational institutions. There are many
ties m the life of the Church to give expression to the Church's ecumeni~al concern, in_the study of the Scriptures, in preaching, catechesis,
and liturgy. Preachmg should call the faithful to a vision of
ation beyond tensions and differences. Catechesis should nourish the
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desire for unity and prepare Catholics to live respectfully with other
Christians. Liturgy offers an opportunity to pray for Christian unity.
An appreciation of the diverse sources of the spiritual life in the different churches and ecclesial communities--the mystical tradition of the
Christian East and the spiritual treasures of the monastic life, the worship and piety of Anglicans, evangelical prayer, and the different forms
of Protestant spirituality--should bring Christians together for shared
prayer and some form of public worship (no. 63).
A concern for ecumenism should find expression in Roman Catholic institutions. Parishes should have "someone charged with promoting and planning ecumenical activity" (no. 67). Schools of all kinds,
including Catholic universities, should incorporate an ecumenical dimension to their programs of religious instruction and study, rooting
out language which distorts the image of other Christians, while special
efforts should be made to understand the origins and teachings of
churches and ecdesial communities which are present in the region
(no. 68).
Special consideration should be given to the formation of those
engaged in pastoral work. The document emphasizes the importance
of careful ecumenical preparation for those who are to be ordained.
They should have a doctrinal formation which enables them to distinguish between the substance of the faith and the various ways in which
divine truths are formulated. Though all their courses should have an
ecumenical dimension, they should have a compulsory course in
ecumenism and the various issues it raises at the beginning of their
theological studies (no. 79). Their formation should also include the
opportunities for practical experiences with Christians from other communities, opportunities for mutual encounter, dialogue, and perhaps
faith sharing (no. 82). We speak today about "insertion experiences"
for learning experientially about the lives of the poor. Perhaps an" ecumenical insertion" experience should be a part of the ministerial formation as well.
Those preparing for ordained ministry should be able to take
courses taught by professors from other churches and ecdesial communities, though doctrinal courses for seminarians should be taught by '
Catholic professors (no. 192). The same norms apply for other pastoral
ministers (no. 83), including religious who should have an ecumenical
dimension to their formation from the novitiate on (no. 84). Ecumenical education for pastoral ministers ordained and unordained should be
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a constant concern of church leaders. It would be interesting to know
how many of those preparing for ministry in Catholic seminaries and
theological centers would be able to identify the WCC text onBaptism,
Eucharist and Ministry.

IV. COMMUNION IN LIFE AND SPIRITUAL
ACTIVITY AMONG THE BAPTIZED
Part IV of the new ED is certainly the most interesting section of
the document and is frequently challenging. It deals with the practical
applications of the Church's ecumenical commitment in regard to
baptism, common prayer, the possibilities and limits of communicatio
in sacris or sharing in sacramental life, updating the treatment of these
topics in the earlier directory and adding an important new section on
mixed marriages.
A. Sacrament of Baptism

Like Vatican II, the ED sees baptism as constituting the sacramental bond of unitywhich joins all baptized Christians in a real though not
yet full communion. Since baptism is only done "in a given church or
ecclesial community," it should not be conferred jointly by ministers
belonging to different churches. Though baptism is celebrated only by
one minister in the Catholic tradition, for pastoral reasons it may be
sometimes appropriate for the minister of another tradition to assist by
reading a lesson or offering a prayer (no. 97).
Godparents are understood not just as relatives or friends; they
represent the community of faith. However when there is sufficient
reason one godparent might come from another church or ecclesial
community, and Catholics may be godparents for Christians of other
traditions (no. 98). The norm then for Catholic baptisms is that at least
one godparent must be a Catholic.
The Rite of Christian Initiation ofAdults provides a way of receiving into full communion with the Catholic Church those who desire
it, but a distinction should be made between them and those not yet
baptized since baptism conferred in other churches and ecdesial communities is recognized as.valid unless there are serious reasons for questioning either the form or intention of a particular baptism. Should
there be need for a conditional baptism, it should always be private, not
public (no. 99). Those from the ecclesial communities of the 16th
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c 01 at:on
century R e10L
1 1 enter1·ng into full communion with the Catholic
Church are to be confirmed since agreement has not yet been reached
· h t h ose com mun1·t1·es over the significance and sacramental nature
wit
of confirmation (no. 101).

fl Sharing Spiritual Activities and Resources

The principle for sharing in prayer and worship articula:ed by ~he
new ED is based on the real but not yet full ecdesial commun10n which
already exists among Christians of different traditions. Therefore any
sharing of spiritual activities or resources needs to re_flect both the r~al
communion in the life of the Holy Spirit which exists among Chnstians as well as its yet incomplete character (no. 1?4).
.
The lack of full communion in faith, worship, and community
precludes eucharistic concelebration with me~bers of other_ c:iurches
and ecclesial communities (no. 106). But, with the recogmt10n that
Christians should always respect each others' liturgical and sacramental
. · 1·mes (no. 107) , prayer with other Christians is encouraged
(no..
d 1sc1p
.
108). The restoration of Christian unity should be a parncul~r conce~n
of shared prayer (no. 110), and when appropriate, thos~ takmg ?ar: m
a shared service may use the dress appropriate to then eccles1ast1cal
· · an d ro le (11 0 . 113) . Ecumenical services should
posltlon
. not. take the.·
. ·•
place of Sunday worship (no. I_ 15). Prayer_ fro~ other liturgical trad1-}
tions, such as morning or evenmg prayer, 1s a nch :esource (no. 117}";
Prayers for other Christians living and dead and then leaders are appro-"
priate, though not in the eucharistic prayer (no. 121).
.
Sharing in sacramental worship presents a much more difficult\:
question. In this regard, the position of th~ new ED d_oes ~ot represew"
a change from that of the old, with a possible exception m the case of
mixed marriages, to be covered below. First, with regard to_the Eastei:p.\
churches, eucharistic sharing is possible, thoug~ Ca~h~h~s are C~ll;-;-,
tioned that these churches often have more restrictive d1se1plmes wh~,
should be respected (no. 122). For reasons of ~e~essir_y or genm
spiritual advantage, Catholics may approach a mm1ster of a~ E~ste
church for the sacraments of Eucharist, penance, and the anomtmg
the sick (no. 123) and Catholic ministers may give these sacrament~
members of an Eastern church who request them and are prope
disposed, avoiding any suggestion of proselytism (no. 125).
the Catholic Church ordinarily permits access to these sacra~e~ts
to those who share its oneness in faith, worship, and ecdes1al life
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129), the rules for admitting those from other churches and ecdesial
communities are much more restrictive.

A Catholic minister may administer these sacraments to a nonCatholic other than Eastern Orthodox when there is danger of death
or some other grave and pressing need, under the following conditions:
that the person is unable to have recourse for the sacrament to a minister
of his or her own church or ecdesial community, that he or she asks for
the sacrament, and manifests a Catholic faith and proper disposition in
regard to it (no. 131). A Catholic who finds him or herself in a similar
situation may request the sacraments only from a minister "in whose
church these sacraments are valid or from one who is known to be
validly ordained according to the Catholic teaching on ordination (no.
132).
At eucharistic celebrations in the Catholic Church, the scripture
lessons should generally be read by Catholics, and the homily is reserved to the Catholic priest or deacon (no. 133).
The new ED includes an important recognition of the principle
of ecumenical hospitality. Though Catholic churches are generally
reserved for Catholic worship, the diocesan bishop may allow representatives ofcommunities not in full communion with the Catholic church
to use Catholic buildings and liturgical objects they need to celebrate
their services when they do not have what is necessary for a worthy
celebration (no. 137). Similarly, Catholic schools and institutions should
make it possible for clergy of other churches or ecclesial communities
to provide spiritual and sacramental ministry, including (with the permission of the diocesan bishop) the use of the church or chapel, to those
of their own communities who are present in these Catholic institutions (no. 141).

C. Mixed Marriages
The section on mixed marriages is new to the ED, and it is an
important one. Though it does not address all the concerns of those in
mixed marriages, it has tak.en some steps to make it easier for these
couples. A mixed marriage is defined as "any marriage between a Catholic
and a baptized Christian who is not in full communion with the Catholic Church" (no. 143). The document acknowledges the growing number of mixed marriages throughout the world and looks on them positively, citing Pope John Paul II in Familaris Consortio to the effect that
they "contain numerous elements that could well be made good use of
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and developed both for their intrinsic value and for the contribution
they can make to the ecumenical movement" (no. 145):
The ED emphasizes the need to respect the conscience of each
partner (no. 146). While the Catholic party is expected_ "to promise
sincerely to do all in his/her power to see that_ the childr,~~ of the
recogmarriage be baptized and educated in the Catho~1c _Churc~,
nizes that the non-Catholic partner may feel a s1m1lar obligation and
should not be required to make a formal promise, either orally or in
writing (no. 150). And it notes that if in spite of the Ca:holic party's
best efforts, the children are not baptized and brought up m the Catholic Church, the Catholic party does not fall under any censure of canon
law (no. 151).
While canonical form is in most cases required for validity, there
are exceptions. A marriage celebrated before an _Ortho_dox m_inister is
valid; the dispensation from canonical form in this case 1s required only
for the lawfulness or "liciety" of the service (no. 153). The ED does not
permit a couple to have two separate religious services with th~ exchange of consent, though Catholics may for go~d reason_ receive a
dispensation from canonical form (no. 15~). In m1~e~ marnages, one
minister presides and receives the vows while the mm1ster of ~he other
party--ifinvited to do so--may assist by offering a prayer, readmg from
the Scripture, giving a brief exhortation, or blessing the couple (nos.
157-158).
The difficult question of intercommunion at mixed marriages
receives a nuanced treatment. First of all, the ED states that because of
the problems that arise, a mixed marriage ordinarily is _celebrated outside the Eucharist. This may be news to many Catholics. But the ED
also acknowledges that the bishop may permit the celebratio~ of the
Eucharist, and that the decision as to whether the non-Catholic party
may be admitted to eucharistic communion in this situation "is to be
made in keeping with the general norms existing in the matter both for
Eastern Christians and for other Christians, taking into .account the
particular situation of the reception of the sacrament of Christian
.
.
marriage by two baptized Christians" (no. 159).
This singling out "the particular situation" of two baptized Chnstians in a mixed marriage represents a breakthrough. 13 The ED recognizes that a mixed marriage is already an example of sacramental sharing, as "the spouses in a mixed marriage share the sacrame?ts ofbaptism
and marriage" (no. 160). Thus this sharing might occas10nally extend

1:
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to allowing bride and groom to share the Eucharist at their weddings
(no. 159) and on other occasions (no. 160). 14 Such eucharistic sharing
"can only be exceptional and in each case the norms ... concerning the
admission of a non-Catholic Christian to eucharistic communion, as
well as those concerning the participation of a Catholic in eucharistic
communion in another church, must be observed" (no. 160). 15
V. ECUMENICAL COOPERATION, DIALOGUE
AND COMMON WITNESS

The final chapter in the ED is new. Its concern is to recommend
ways for ecumenical cooperation in the Church's evangelical mission.
The document acknowledges the importance of councils of churches
and Christian councils and welcomes the increasing involvement of the
Catholic Church in these bodies (nos. 166-171). It notes that membership in these bodies is a distinct question from that of the relationship
between the Catholic Church and the World Council of Churches (no.
170). Dialogue remains at the heart of ecumenism (no. 172). Christians from different traditions can work together in preparing biblical
translations (no. 183) and the different churches and ecdesial communities are encouraged to draw up common liturgical texts which will
enable them to pray together more easily (no. 187).
In situations of religious pluralism, cooperation in the field of
catechesis can be mutually enriching (no. 188) and there should be
ecumenical cooperation in institutions of higher learning. In the dialogue with other religions there are many opportunities for Christians
to work together in the effort to address the social, cultural, and ethical
questions facing society today (nos. 210-21 I), and in ministering to
human need or working on behalf of the environment, health care, or
social communications (nos. 215-218).
It is time to make a brief assessment of the document.

ASSESSMENT
1. Pope John Paul II'~ linking ecumenism with the Church's work
of evangelization in his introduction of the ED is extremely
important. Ecumenism cannot be dismissed as the concern of
a few narrow specialists; it belongs to the task of proclaiming
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the Gospel in today's world, and to the quality of the Church's
witness.

2. The ED recognizes a differentiated communion existing between the Catholic Church and the other churches and ecdesial
communities that is real if not yet full. One implication of this
ecclesiology of communion is that it will no longer be possible
for the Catholic Church to speak or act as though the Church
of Christ exists only in the Catholic Church.

3. The ED makes a strong case for an ecumenical formation of
pastoral ministers. It recommends a mandatory. cours~ on
ecumenism at the beginning of theology for Catholic semmarians (no. 79) and suggests that some kind of practical experience
with Christians from other churches and ecdesial communities
should be a normal part of theological formation (no. 82).
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certain exceptional cases not limited to Eastern Christians a
couple entering into a mixed marriage might celebrate their
wedding in the context of a Eucharist, and that the non-Catholic spouse might share in the Eucharist on this and other exceptional occasions (nos. 159-160).

7. The ED encourages a broad ecumenical cooperation in evangelization, catechesis, biblical scholarship, higher education,
preparing common liturgical texts, and participation by Catholic
churches in local and regional councils of churches. As the ED
reaches its conclusion, it articulates a vision of ecumenical cooperation in all areas of important human endeavor.

8. The new ED itself becomes part of the process of ecumenical
reception that it describes in no. 182.

4. A question frequently raised today is that of the possibility of
a joint celebration of baptism. Because baptism is only done i~
a given church or ecdesial community, the ED states ~hat 1t
"may not be conferred jointly by two ministers belongmg to
different churches or ecclesial communities' (No. 97).

5. There is a significant recognition of the importance of ecumenical hospitality in the ED. With the permission of the
bishop, Catholic churches and the chapels in Catholic schools
and institutions may be made available to other churches and
ecclesial communities to meet the needs of their own members
present there (nos. 137, 141).
6. The new section on mixed marriages is an important step in the
direction of recognizing the special needs of those in interchurch families. Mixed marriages are assessed positively and
recognized as an ecumenical resource (no. 145). The ED affirms the importance of respecting the conscience of poth partners, and the non-Catholic partner is not required to make a
formal promise to raise the children in the Catholic Church.
There is a dear statement that generally mixed marriages should
be celebrated outside of the Eucharist.
Though the ED does not make any substantial changes on
the difficult question of intercommunion, it provides that in
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